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Applications from the 681 elementary schools applying for the California Distinguished Schools Award in
2000 were randomly selected, evaluated, and scored for character education implementation. Results were
correlated with both the SAT9 and API rankings over a four-year period from 1999-2002. Schools with higher
total character education implementation tended to have higher academic scores on academic measures for the
year prior to their application, the year of their application and the subsequent two years. Small but positive
correlations were found between three specific character education indicators and the total character educa-
tion score and higher scores on California’s API and the percentage of students scoring at or above the 50th

percentile on the SAT9.

The belief that character education implemen-
tation in schools is related to academic
achievement of students in those schools has
great intrinsic appeal. From biblical times, the

purpose of childhood education has been to
cultivate both the moral character and the
intellect of youth. In the United States these
dual purposes have permeated schooling since
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colonial times (McClellan, 1999) and were of
significant interest to the founding fathers of
this nation. Over the past century, progressive
educators in the mid-20th century and more
traditionalist character educators 50 years later
have shared the same optimism. For example,
John Childs noted in 1950 that

The child who is learning through empiri-
cal procedures to discriminate the better
from the worse in the different mundane
spheres of human activity is, at the same
time, growing in capacity for moral judg-
ment. It is in and through these varied and
interrelated life activities that the real occa-
sions for moral decision arise, and the child
grows in his capacity to function as a
responsible moral agent as he grows in his
ability to make judgments of the good and
the bad in terms of concrete consequences.
Moral behavior is thus a function of the
entire experience of the child, and all edu-
cation is inescapably a form of character
education. (p. 167)

Ryan and Bohlin (1999) agree. They write,

Where does character education fit into the
curriculum? The simple answer is this:
everywhere. Since education seeks to help
students develop as persons, character
development is part and parcel of the whole
enterprise. Teaching, as Alan Tom reminds
us, is a moral act. We believe that learning
is a moral act as well . . . . Character educa-
tion, then, with its twin goals of intellectual
and moral development, should be implicit
in all of the school’s undertakings. (pp.
93-94)

Logically, experts agree that character edu-
cation is the responsibility of adults (see for
example Center for the 4th and 5th Rs, 2003;
Damon, 2002, p. ix; Wynne & Ryan, 1997, p.
1). But there is no full consensus on how it is to
be defined, practiced or evaluated. Berkowitz
(1998) has documented this lack of consensus.
While the term historically has referred to the
duty of the older generation to form the charac-
ter of the young through experiences affecting
their attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors,
more recent definitions include developmental
outcomes such as a positive perception of

school, emotional literacy, and social justice
activism. There are sweeping definitions of
character education (e.g., Character Counts’
six pillars, Community of Caring’s five values
or the Character Education Partnership’s 11
principles) and more narrow ones such as
those used by the specific programs described
in the following paragraphs. Character educa-
tion can be defined via relationship virtues
(e.g., respect, fairness, civility, tolerance) or
performance virtues (e.g., diligence, self-disci-
pline, effort, perseverance) or a combination of
the two (anonymous reviewer comment). The
State of California has included some charac-
ter education criteria into the application pro-
cess for its statewide school recognition
program and in the process has created its own
character education definition. Other states
and districts have undoubtedly done the same.
Each definition directs the practice of charac-
ter education. To complicate the picture even
more, most character education initiatives
either are not yet objectively evaluated, or
those evaluations tend to focus only on their
own specific program’s character-related out-
comes. It is unusual to find evaluations relating
character education programs to academic out-
comes. But over the past five years some evi-
dence of the relationship between character
education and academic learning has begun to
emerge.

Several programs seeking primarily to
improve students’ social attitudes and behav-
iors have reported positive impacts on aca-
demic performance at the elementary school
level. For example, the Peaceful Schools
Project (PSP) of the Menninger Clinic has as
its purpose to reduce disruptive behaviors. An
evaluation of the PSP (Twemlow, Fonagy,
Sacco, Gies, Evans, & Ewbank, 2001)
revealed significant gains for the implement-
ing elementary school on the Metropolitan
Achievement Test compared with a
non-implementing elementary school.
Research on the Responsive Classroom (RC),
an approach to integrate social and academic
learning, found in a series of studies (Elliot,
1998) that students in implementing schools
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had significantly greater gains in standardized
academic test scores than did students in com-
parison schools.

Other elementary school programs that
focus on student social attitudes and behaviors
have academic effects that surface only in mid-
dle and/or high school. The Child Develop-
ment Project, one of the most widely studied
character education programs, found little evi-
dence of academic gain during its elementary
school initiative (Solomon, Battistich, Watson,
Schaps, & Lewis, 2000). However, in fol-
low-up studies of middle school students
(through 8th grade) who earlier had attended
CDP elementary schools, those students who
attended CDP program schools in elementary
school had higher course grades and higher
academic achievement test scores than com-
parison elementary school students (Battistich
& Hong, 2003). Similar effects were reported
for longitudinal follow-ups of middle and high
school students participating as elementary
school students in the Seattle Social Develop-
ment Project, a longitudinal study to test strat-
egies for reducing childhood risk factors for
school failure, drug abuse, and delinquency
(Hawkins, Catalano, Kosterman, Abbott, &
Hill, 1999; Hawkins, Guo, Hill, Battin-Pear-
son, & Abbott, 2001). No such positive aca-
demic effects were found at the elementary
level during implementation of the Seattle
project (Hawkins, Catalano, Morrison, O’Don-
nell, Abbott, & Day, 1992). Evaluations of
Positive Action (PA), a comprehensive school
reform program, resulted in a similar pattern of
delayed academic gains (Flay & Allred, in
press), although an evaluation in 13 of its par-
ticipating elementary schools in two states did
reveal significant gains for PA schools on the
Terranova and Stanford Achievement tests
(Flay, Allred, & Ordway, 2001).

There is evidence as well of the impact of
character education on secondary school stu-
dents’ academic gains. The Teen Outreach
Program (TOP) seeks to prevent problem
behaviors by providing supports for adoles-
cents. From a national sample of 25 high
schools, an evaluation of TOP (Allen, Philber,

Herring, & Kupermine, 1997) has revealed a
significant decrease in course failure for stu-
dents randomly assigned to its program as
compared to control students. Also, an unpub-
lished study of the Community of Caring
(COC) in six high schools (Balicki, 1991)
reported that COC 9th grade students showed
significantly higher gains in school grades as
compared to non-COC students. A second
unpublished study on the COC reported simi-
lar effects (Scriba Educational Services,
1998-1999).

Finally, case studies of successful individ-
ual school character education initiatives have
been reported. For example, many National
Schools of Character, such as Columbine Ele-
mentary School (Character Education Partner-
ship, 2000) report significant academic gains
during the implementation of character educa-
tion.

The argument that quality character educa-
tion is good academic education is bolstered
by findings that educational interventions with
character-related themes produce a range of
effects that are linked to effective schooling.
Although these findings generally are from
programs that do not claim to be character edu-
cation programs, for the most part their focus
is on enhancing interpersonal understanding
and prosocial behavior. For example,

• Across Ages, an intergenerational men-
toring program, has been shown to posi-
tively impact high school attendance
(Taylor, LoSciuoto, Fox, Hilbert, &
Sonkowsky, 1999),

• the Child Development Project, a total
school program focusing on prosocial
development, has produced gains in aca-
demic motivation, bonding to school,
task orientation, and frequency of
self-chosen reading in elementary
school (Solomon, et al., 2000),

• a Character Counts! survey of over
8,400 students receiving that program
found that students reported they “Get
homework done more often” (28% of
the sample agreeing in 2000 vs. 15%
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agreeing in 1998); and they “Cheat less”
(35% agreeing in 2000 vs. 26% in 1998)
(South Dakota Survey Results, 2000),

• Promoting Alternative Thinking Strate-
gies (PATHS), a program promoting
emotional and social competencies, has
increased blind observers’ reports of
positive classroom behavior such as fol-
lowing rules, showing interest and
enthusiasm, and staying on task (Con-
duct Problems Prevention Research
Group, 1999),

• Project Essential, a program to help chil-
dren develop integrity and self-respect,
has been found to improve overall class-
room behavior in elementary school
(Teel Institute, 1998),

• Reach Out to Schools, another social
competency program, has reported
long-term gains in middle school boys’
self-control (Hennessey & Seigle,
1998), and

• the Teen Outreach Program has reduced
school suspensions in high school
(Allen, et al., 1997).

While educational theorists may support an
inherent link between character education and
academic achievement, and while recent
research has begun to demonstrate such a link
in the implementation of specific programs, no
evidence exists for a broader relationship that
spans a range of character education
approaches in a large sample of schools.

The Research

This study sought to take advantage of an
opportunity to access two large sets of data
allowing a direct, objective comparison of the
relation between character education and aca-
demic achievement in California elementary
schools. In 2000, the California Department of
Education (CDE) implemented a revised
rubric for the California School Recognition
Program (CSRP). The CSRP is a competitive
selection process conducted by the CDE to
reward schools that successfully implement

state priorities (California Department of Edu-
cation, 2001a). Schools seeking that recogni-
tion submitted a comprehensive application,
including a complete demographic description
and a 12-page, single spaced narrative address-
ing nine standards incorporating major themes
of state and national policies and research
related to effective schools. In that process,
applications were evaluated and scores derived
and assigned. The schools were then ranked in
numerical order from highest to lowest, with
the highest scoring schools selected as state-
wide nominees, eligible to receive a site vali-
dation visit and subsequent award (California
Department of Education, 2001b).

Specific wording related to character edu-
cation was included in the CSRP for the first
time in 2000. Thus, schools applying for the
award that year were instructed to describe
their programs in character education. Presum-
ably, schools not addressing character educa-
tion would have difficulty attaining statewide
nominee status. Of the nine standards in the
CSRP application, the one which most clearly
called for a character education description,
Standard 1 (Vision and Standards), was
weighted double in point value compared to
other standards. To receive maximum points
on this standard, schools were informed to
include “specific examples and other evi-
dence” that they addressed in their program
vision and standards “expectations that pro-
mote positive character traits in students” (Cal-
ifornia Department of Education, 2001c). One
other standard (#7, Support for Student Learn-
ing) was directly related to character education
as well. It required schools to document activ-
ities and programs that ensured opportunities
for students to contribute to the school, to oth-
ers and to the community. Other standards in
the CSRP application were found to have rele-
vance to character education. Those included
#3 (Curriculum Content and Instructional
Practices), #4 (Teacher Professionalism), #8
(Family Involvement) and #9 (Community
Connections). Six hundred and eighty-one ele-
mentary schools (out of 5368 elementary
schools in California) applied for the 2000
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CSRP award. Of that group, 230 schools
received the award. The 681 CSRP elementary
school applications submitted for the 2000
award competition comprised the population
sampled for this study.

Measures of Academic Achievement 
Used in the Study

The standardized test administered by the
state of California between 1999 and 2002 was
the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition
(SAT9). Scores from SAT9 included in our
study were the percentage of students who
scored at or above the 50th percentile on the
reading, language, and mathematics sections
of the test for the years 1999 through 2002. In
addition, data for each school included the
Academic Performance Index (API) for the
years 1999 to 2002, a scale developed by the
California Department of Education to rank
schools on achievement and to measure their
gain from year to year. The API score is
derived through a complex formula using a
weighted composite of SAT9 scores, including
the spelling subscore, a formula-driven reflec-
tion of sub-scores of minority groups, and
items developed by the State each year in other
subject areas. Though additional factors were
added to the academic performance index in
subsequent years, for the first years of its cal-
culation and reporting (1999 and 2000), the
results of the SAT9 constituted the API. In
subsequent years, test results based on the Cal-
ifornia content standards were added with the
SAT9 scores to form the overall API. There-
fore, after 2001 (but not before) the API
increasingly reflected assessment of the State
content standards, while the SAT9 scores
remained a reflection of the same content dur-
ing the five-year period it was administered.
The API scores available from the State are
comparable from year to year, but not over
periods of two or more years. These data
allowed us a unique opportunity to investigate
the relationship between the measures of char-
acter education implementation and measures
of academic performance.

METHODOLOGY

Defining Character Education

Considerable time was spent by the first
two authors in developing an operational defi-
nition of character education for this project. In
the end, criteria were selected using a combi-
nation of the Character Education Quality
Standards developed by the Character Educa-
tion Partnership (2001) and criteria used by
California in its CSRP application. Six criteria
were identified, all but one with two indica-
tors. Each of the six criteria addressed one
important component of character education:
the school promoted core ethical values as the
basis of good character; it involved parents and
other community members in its character
education initiative; it infused character educa-
tion in all aspects of school life; the school
staff were involved and modeled good charac-
ter; the school fostered a sense of caring; and,
it provided opportunities for students to prac-
tice moral action. A rubric encompassing these
six criteria was created and a scoring scale was
designed.

The scoring scale was developed by four
raters—two professors with extensive experi-
ence in character education and two doctoral
students with years of educational and admin-
istrative experience—after differences were
noted in interpretation of the criteria/indicators
in early scoring trials conducted to establish
reliability. A scale (1 - 5) and a definition for
each of its five levels were created for each of
the eleven indicators. A low score (1) indicated
no evidence in the school’s application for that
indicator, and a high score (5) indicated com-
prehensive attention by the school to that indi-
cator. In combination, the criteria and their
corresponding indicators in Table 1 became
our working definition of character education.

Selecting the Sample

A total of 681 elementary schools made
application to the State for the CSRP for the
academic year 1999-2000. Of those, 653 had
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available both complete applications and
achievement scores. Two schools were deleted
from the data set due to their very extreme
gains or losses on the State’s Academic Perfor-
mance Index (API) between 1999 and 2000.
These two schools were considered outliers for
the purposes of these analyses.

The remaining 651 elementary schools in
the sample were ranked on their 1999 API
scores and divided into three groups of 217, a
high-scoring group, a middle group, and a
low-scoring group. In turn, each of these
groups was ranked according to their gain
scores from their 1999 to their 2000 SAT9
scores. From each of these six resulting sub-
groups, 20 schools were randomly selected for
the scoring and analyses, for a total of 120 ele-
mentary schools. This method of selection
ensured that the sample was representative of
high, middle, and low achieving schools from
the applicant pool, and that the schools ana-
lyzed also represented high and low academic
achievement gain during the 1999-2000 school

year, the year in which they applied for the
CSRP award.

Characteristics of the Sample

The sample of 120 schools had the follow-
ing mean percent of students scoring at or
above the 50th percentile on the SAT9 sub-
scores for 1999 and 2000:

These 120 schools were not significantly dif-
ferent from the rest of the schools that submit-
ted applications (but were not selected for the
study) on the following academic indicators:
the API 1999 score (t = -.487, p = .626), the
API 2000 score (t = -.436, p = .663), and the
API growth from 1999 to 2000 (t = .360, p =

TABLE 1
Criteria and Indicators Defining Character Education

1) This school promotes core ethical values as the basis of 
good character.

1.1) School agreed on core values.

1.2) Programs are in place to support school values.

2) In this school, parents and other community members are 
active participants in the CE initiative.

2.1) Parents have participated in the design and application 
of the CE initiative.

3) In this school, CE entails an intentional, proactive and 
comprehensive approach that promotes core values in all 
phases of school life (i.e., cafeteria, transportation, 
playground, classrooms, etc.).

3.1) The school is intentional and proactive with regard to 
CE.

3.2) The school ensures a clean and secure physical 
environment.

4) Staff share responsibility for CE and attempt to model 
good character.

4.1) The staff promotes and models fairness, equity, caring 
and respect and infuses CE.

4.2) Selection criteria and staff development reflect CE.

5) This school fosters an overall caring community as well 
as in each classroom.

5.1) Policies and practices promote a caring community and 
positive social relationships.

5.2) The school promotes democratic processes of 
governance and decision-making. 

6) This school provides opportunities for most students to 
practice moral action.

6.1) Students contribute in meaningful ways.

6.2) Curriculum includes collaborative/group activities and 
service learning.

1999  2000

SAT9 Reading 62.5% 65.5%

SAT9 Language 66.0% 69.8%

SAT9 Math 66.2% 72.3%
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.719). The sample schools were also not signif-
icantly different from the remaining applicant
schools on the following demographic vari-
ables: percent of English language learners (t =
1.72, p = .086), average parent education level
(t = -1.32, p = .187), or on the percent of cre-
dentialed teachers at the school (t = 1.56, p =
.122). Of the 120 schools randomly selected to
be part of our study, 40 (33.3%) won distin-
guished school status in 2000 and 80 (66.7%)
did not. These proportions were not signifi-
cantly different (chi square = .022, p = .881)
from those of the total school applicant pool
(34.0% and 66.0% respectively). We can con-
clude from these results that the sample of 120
stratified-randomly selected schools is a repre-
sentative sample of all the schools that submit-
ted distinguished school applications in fall
1999 for the 2000 award.

Interrater Reliability Estimates

An extensive time period was devoted to
creating the rubric and its scoring scale and to
establishing reliability in scoring the CSRP
applications. In all, before the scoring was ini-
tiated on the final sample, 22 randomly
selected school applications were scored, ana-
lyzed and discussed by the raters over a 17
month period in order to refine the rubric and
establish interrater reliability.

The four raters evaluated the 120 randomly
selected applications on the character educa-
tion elements in sub-groups of seven applica-
tions. All four raters rated the first 2
applications of each sub-group and the results
were compared and discussed. Score differ-

ences of more than one score point on the
five-point scale were resolved through discus-
sion and where necessary, those items were
rescored. The overall score for each of the
commonly scored applications (the means of
the 11 scores for each rater) was also tested for
significance using oneway ANOVA to deter-
mine whether there were overall mean differ-
ences in scoring for the four raters, and no
significant differences were found. These pro-
cedures were repeated for two commonly
scored applications before each rater scored
five applications independently until all 120
applications were scored. The applications
scored in common by all four raters were com-
pared and checked for reliability through cor-
relations and ANOVA, and discrepant scores
were discussed and resolved. In this way, the
raters were checked for drift from the scale
through discussion of the commonly-scored
applications. Where disagreements were
found, discussions about the ratings occurred
and adjustments were made to ensure that
scorers were all using the rubric with similar
understanding of the descriptions for each of
the five rating levels. In all, 20 of the 120
applications were scored by all four raters.

As shown in Table 2, interrater reliabilities
in the form of Pearson correlations ranged
from .55 to .66 for the 20 commonly-scored
applications.

Results for the oneway ANOVA on all
twenty commonly scored applications showed
no significant differences in the overall mean
scores (2.33, 2.37, 2.43, and 2.57) for the four
raters (F = .35, p = .79). Raters’ scores were
converted to z scores to help account for any

TABLE 2
Intercorrelations of Ratings by Rater.

Rater 1 2 3 4

1 - .55* .58* .56*

2 .55* - .64* .60*

3 .58* .64* - .66*

4 .56* .60* .66* -

* p<.01
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scale differences raters may have had and the z
scores were used in subsequent analyses.

RESULTS

Relationships between Character 
Education (CE) Scores and Academic 
Achievement Indicators

In order to look for linear relationships
between the CE ratings and academic achieve-
ment levels of the 120 sample schools, Pearson
correlations were computed between total CE
score and each CE indicator and the API scores
and SAT9 subscores for the 120 sample
schools. Significant correlations are reported
in Tables 3 (API) and 4 (SAT9). Correlations
approaching significance (ranging from p =
.053 to p = .09) are also noted. As shown, the
small positive correlations found between CE
indicators 3.2 (clean and secure physical envi-
ronment), 4.1 (staff promotes and models CE),
and 6.1 (students contribute in meaningful
ways) and the total CE score for all of the aca-
demic achievement indicators were for the
most part significant. For all SAT9 scores
except the SAT9 reading scores for 2000 and
2002 the total CE scores showed small but sig-
nificant positive correlations. For these two

reading scores, the correlation approached sig-
nificance (p =  .070 and .076 respectively). In
addition, small but significant correlations
were found for several of the SAT9 subscores
and CE indicator 5.1 (policies and practices
promote caring and positive social relation-
ships). Thus, schools with higher evidence of
character education implementation in these
areas and with more total character education
overall tended to have higher academic scores
on all the measures used for the year prior to
their application, the year of their application,
and the subsequent two years, although the
relationships were not strong.

Relationships between CE Scores and 
Academic Achievement Gain

In order to determine whether CE scores are
related to gains on the API or on the percent of
students at or above the 50th percentile on the
SAT9 subscores, Pearson correlations were
calculated for the API 1999 to 2000 gain, and
for the SAT9 subscore gains for 1999 to 2000,
1999 to 2001, and 1999 to 2002. Only two
small but significant correlations were found
between CE indicators and gain scores on the
academic indicators. A correlation of r = .19
(p<.05) was found between the gain on SAT9

TABLE 3
Pearson Correlations Between CE Indicators and API  

CE Indicator API 1999 API 2000 API 2001 API 2002

1.1 Agreed on values

1.2 Programs in place

2.1 Parents participate

3.1 School proactive

3.2 Clean/Secure .23* .19* .19* .18*

4.1 Staff promotes .25* .20* .24** .25**

4.2 Staff development

5.1 Caring community (.18) (.17) .18* .21*

5.2  Democratic process

6.1  Students contribute .26* .21* .23* .23*

6.2 Group and SL

Total CE .22* .18* .20* .20*

*p<.05,  **p<.01   (p values in parentheses are .053 and .068)
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reading from 1999 to 2001 and CE indicator
3.1 (school is proactive in CE). A negative cor-
relation of r = -.20 (p<.05) was found between
gain on the SAT9 language score change
between 1999 and 2001 and CE indicator 6.1
(students contribute in meaningful ways).
Though it seems curious to find a positive cor-
relation between gain in reading scores and
one CE criterion and a negative correlation
between gain in language score and another
closely related CE criterion over the same time
period, we have no explanation for this anom-
aly in the data. Suffice to state that there appear
to be almost no linear relationships between
CE scores and changes in the academic gain
indicators for these time periods. Perhaps so
much emphasis was put on schools at that time
to produce new programs designed to boost
achievement (as measured by SAT9 scores)
that it would have been difficult to attribute
achievement gain to CE programs at those
schools even had we found positive relation-
ships between the two.

DISCUSSION

The results of this research indicate that a com-
posite summary score of character education
criteria is positively correlated with academic
indicators across years. The elementary
schools in our sample with solid character edu-
cation programs defined by our six criteria and
their eleven indicators not only show positive
relationships with academic indicators that
same year, but also evidence positive correla-
tions across the next two academic years.

The results also indicate that certain criteria
identified as characteristic of quality character
education programs in elementary schools are
correlated with higher scores on California’s
academic performance index (API) and on the
percent of students scoring at or above the 50th

percentile on the SAT9. Over a four-year
period from 1999-2002, higher rankings on the
API and higher scores on the SAT9 were sig-
nificantly positively correlated with a sum-
mary score of character education and three of

our character education indicators (see Tables
3 and 4):

• a school’s ability to ensure a clean and
safe physical environment (criterion
3.2),

• evidence that its parents and teachers
modeled and promoted good character
education (criterion 4.1), and

• quality opportunities at the school for
students to contribute in meaningful
ways to the school and its community
(criterion 6.1).

In addition, higher ratings on the summary
score and these same three character education
indicators generally were significantly corre-
lated over the four-year period with higher
achievement scores (as measured by SAT9) in
mathematics and language (except for student
opportunities to contribute to school and com-
munity in 2001 and a school’s ability to ensure
a safe and clean physical environment in
2002). Higher character education scores on
the summary score and the three indicators
also correlated significantly with higher read-
ing achievement scores in 1999 and 2001, but
not in 2000 and 2002. It should be remembered
that the data on character education were avail-
able only from the 2000 CSRP applications but
that achievement data were available for other
years as well. Thus the CE scores remained
unchanged while achievement scores changed.
Overall these are promising results, particu-
larly because the total character education
score for 2000 is significantly correlated with
every language achievement SAT9 score and
every mathematics achievement SAT9 score
from 1999-2002 and reading achievement
scores in two of those four years. To a lesser
degree, over this four-year period, indicator
5.1 (fostering an overall caring community in
the school and its classrooms) correlated with
two years of API scores (2001, 2002) and four
of twelve SAT9 subscores across the assessed
content areas, but not consistently within the
assessed content areas.
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Indicator 3.2: Ensuring a Clean and 
Secure Physical Environment

Although all schools in our sample
addressed this criterion, the higher scoring
character education schools described great
pride in keeping their buildings and grounds in
good shape. This is consistent with what is
reported about the virtues of clean and safe
learning environments. For example, the Cen-
ter for Prevention of School Violence (2003)
notes that, “the physical appearance of a
school and its campus communicates a lot
about the school and its people. Paying atten-
tion to appearance so that the facilities are
inviting can create a sense of security.”

One school in our sample reported that its
buildings “are maintained well above district
standards . . . . The custodial crew prides them-
selves in achieving a monthly cleaning score
that has exceeded standards in 9 out of 12
months.” And another noted that “a daily
grounds check is performed to ensure contin-
ual safety and cleanliness.” Each of the higher
scoring schools in our sample explicitly noted
its success in keeping its campus in top shape
and that its parents were satisfied that their
children were attending school in a physically
and psychologically safe environment.

All schools in California are required to
have a written Safe School Plan on file, but
emphases vary. While some schools limit their
safety plans to regulations controlling access
to the physical plant and define procedures for
violations and intrusions, the better character
education schools define this criterion more
broadly and more deeply. For example, one
high scoring school in our sample explained
that the mission of its Safe School Plan was,
“to provide all students with educational and
personal opportunities in a positive and nurtur-
ing environment which will enable them to
achieve current and future goals, and for all
students to be accepted at their own social,
emotional, and academic level of develop-
ment.” Another high-scoring school defined its
Safe School Plan to include three areas of
focus: identification of visitors on campus,

cultural/ethnic harmony, and safe ingress and
egress from school. To support these areas of
focus this school’s teachers all were trained in
conducting classroom meetings, in implement-
ing the Community of Caring core values, and
in issues related to cultural diversity and com-
munication.

Indicator 4.1: Promoting and Modeling 
Fairness, Equity, Caring and Respect

In high character education/high academic
schools staff model and promote fairness,
equity, caring, and respect, and infuse charac-
ter education into the school and classroom
curriculum. A recent essay drove home this
point—it’s title was “Moral Teachers, Moral
Students” (Weissbourd, 2003). The author
noted, “The moral development of students
does not depend primarily on explicit character
education efforts but on the maturity and ethi-
cal capacities of the adults with whom they
interact . . . . Educators influence students’
moral development not simply by being good
role models—important as that is—but also by
what they bring to their relationships with stu-
dents day to day . . .” (pp. 6/7). The staff of
excellent character education schools in our
sample are treated as professionals and see
themselves as involved, concerned profes-
sional educators. They are professional role
models.

Thus, one school described its teachers as
“pivotal in the [curriculum] development pro-
cess; there is a high level of [teacher] owner-
ship in the curriculum . . . . Fifty percent of our
staff currently serve on district curriculum
committees.” Another school stated that it
“fosters the belief that it takes an entire com-
munity pulling together to provide the best
education for every child; that is best accom-
plished through communication, trust, and col-
laboration of ideas that reflect the needs of our
school and the community . . . . Teachers are
continually empowered and given opportuni-
ties to voice their convictions and shape the
outcome of what the school represents.” A
third school described its teachers as “continu-
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ally encouraged” to grow professionally and
use best practices based on research. In the
best character education schools, teachers are
recognized by their peers, district personnel
and professional organizations for their
instructional prowess and their professional-
ism. They model the academic and pro-social
characteristics that represent a deep concern
for the well being of children.

Indicator 6.1: Students Contribute in 
Meaningful Ways

Finally, we found that academically excel-
lent character education schools provide
opportunities for students to contribute in
meaningful ways to the school and its commu-
nity. In our study, opportunities to contribute
(i.e., volunteering) were distinguished from
service learning opportunities. Surprisingly, in
our rubric the criterion related to service learn-
ing, though assessed (e.g., indicator 6.2), was
not a significant component of high character
education/high achievement schools. Those
high scoring schools did provide opportunities
and encouraged students to participate in vol-
unteer activities such as cross-age tutoring,
recycling, fund raising for charities, commu-
nity clean-up programs, food drives, visita-
tions to local senior centers, etc. One school
required 20 hours of community service, a pro-
gram coordinated entirely by parent volun-
teers. Students in that school volunteered in
community gardens, at convalescent hospitals
and for community clean-up days. Another
school wrote and received a grant to hire a
school-community coordinator. That person
spent part of her work schedule finding oppor-
tunities for students to contribute. On the
whole, while these activities are not directly
connected to students’ academic programs,
they seem to be consistent with activities that
promote a healthy moral character. According
to William Damon, a crucial component of
moral education is engaging children in posi-
tive activities, be they community service,
sports, music, theater or anything else that

inspires them and gives them a sense of pur-
pose (as cited in Gilbert, 2003).

Indicator 5.1: Promoting a Caring 
Community and Positive Social 
Relationships

It should not be overlooked that indicator
5.1, schools’ policies or practices promoting
caring communities, was positively correlated
with some of the SAT9 subscores and API
scores in 1999, 2001, and 2002. These correla-
tions ranged the SAT9 subscores, but without
regularity. There may be several explanations
for these data. First, our scoring scale for item
5.1 focused primarily on the positive social
relations and caring community that existed
between the school and parents, e.g., parent
involvement, social functions to bond the fam-
ily to the school, etc. Second, it may be that the
effects of positive social relations and caring
communities may not show immediately. Such
was the case with data reported by the Child
Development Project (Battistich & Hong,
2003) and the Seattle Social Development
Project (Hawkins et all, 1999, 2001).

CONCLUSION

The results presented here, though modest, are
very hopeful. Most California elementary
schools in our sample did not implement
research-based character education programs.
Others were affiliated with established concep-
tualizations (e.g., Character Counts! or Com-
munity of Caring) that allow considerable
flexibility in implementation. Many schools
created their own programs of character educa-
tion, relying on rather superficial expectations
tied to their classroom management/discipline
procedures. In this study we found that, though
character education criteria were stated in the
CSRP application, schools responded to those
indicators in quite varied ways. Some ignored
character education completely in their written
applications and others had fully developed,
well conceptualized program descriptions. It
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appears from this diverse sample of schools,
that those schools addressing the character
education of their students in a serious,
well-planned manner tended also to have
higher academic achievement scores.
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